'Workplace bullying has ground me down'
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In this new weekly column we will be exploring skills, tools and techniques to improve our happiness and well-being. I will write about issues that are typical of the work I do with patients facing emotional difficulties - and, if you have a problem that is getting in the way of your happiness, write to me so that both you and other readers will discover new skills in overcoming life's challenges. This week I am going to introduce you to Belle, who is a real patient of mine (details have been changed) and has been bullied in the workplace. 

Belle's problem was that her working life became intolerable after her promotion. Her stress levels were out of control and she felt anxious and deeply unhappy because she doubted her ability and did not know how to say "no" to her demanding boss. Overwhelmed by work commitments, she compensated by working long hours to alleviate her rising panic. Her stress escalated to a point where she felt her only option was to resign because she believed she could not cope, she felt ashamed and a failure. She wondered if she was being bullied but did not know how to address this. 

Step 1: Know where your stress comes from 

We often forget that our emotions are located in the ancient, reptilian part of our brain and are designed to help us survive in environments that were once very dangerous. Modern life is relatively safe, but it doesn't always feel that way because we are prone to perceiving imaginary threats. Because Belle doubted her ability, whenever her boss made a demand, whether reasonable or not, Belle's automatic thought was that she wasn't performing well enough, leaving her feeling threatened and vulnerable. 

Step 2: Identify your negative thought processes 

Belle realised that criticism, even constructive criticism, set up a chain reaction of negative thoughts: "Manager unhappy - I'm a failure - I'll lose my job - It's all a disaster!" Catastrophising activates a primitive emotional response of acute anxiety, which left Belle feeling physically and emotionally weak and afraid to communicate effectively. 

Step 3: Challenge your negative thought processes 

Keep a notebook and jot down any related negative thoughts you might have, scoring them from zero to 10 (with zero being "I don't believe this at all" and 10 being "I believe this to be completely true".) Belle did this and looked for evidence to support or refute each thought. For example, she gave the thought, "I'm a failure" a score of nine, believing it to be almost completely true. When she looked for evidence to support this belief, she found, however, that there was none. The evidence supported a more realistic view that she had been in her job for two years, had consistently good feedback from her former manager and that she had been promoted in the last six months. She now scored this negative thought one, as she found almost no evidence to support the view that she was a failure. 

Step 4 : Don't bully yourself 

Being bullied is particularly distressing because it taps into our primitive fear of people we feel are more powerful than ourselves - you only have to look at Celebrity Big Brother for proof. Bullies hide their own envious and insecure feelings by projecting them on to others, often in the form of criticism. We imbue them with powers greater than they really possess and end up bullying ourselves by spiralling into negative thought processes, convincing ourselves that the bully is right and we are no good. Belle took more notice of when she thought she was being bullied and realised that her own self-doubts were far worse than anything her manager had said. Belle saw that her stress was located in the way she thought about herself, rather than in the work itself. 

Step 5: Gain perspective 

Belle conceded she needed time to adjust to her new responsibilities and her self-doubt had created a dynamic between her and her boss in which she appeared unconfident. By challenging her negative thought processes, Belle created a more balanced view of herself. She began to negotiate more skilfully and to ask for support if she felt she needed it. If her manager was critical, Belle challenged her reaction to take it personally, instead asking her manager to clarify the issue, to prevent misunderstandings. By asking her manager to account for herself, she found that the amount of criticism reduced significantly.

